March 20, 1950

Dr. H. J. Muller
Science Hall 101
Indiana University
Rlooamington, Indliana

Dear Dr, Mauller:

I was very pleased to note that we are in accord
concerning the nsed for a comprehensive attack on the
problems and social implications of chemical mutagenhais.

Although there can be no question of the need for
contlnuing support of fundamental research on the chemical
as well as the physical mtagens, in my letter I had in
mind a program of a shmewhut more applizd nature. To my
mind, the mutagenic activity of several chemicals is
already incontrovertible. At lesast three of the compounds
which have been shown to possess mutagenic activity for
Drosophila are already in use as therapsutic agents to
some extent. In the form of Urotropina, or hexamsthylene
tatranine, formaldeahyde hss been used rather widely in the
traatmznt of cystitls and other urinsry infections; nitrogen
mustard is, of course, an impourtunt chemotherapeutic agent
in the msnagement of leukamia; and allyl isothioccyanate is
ths active ingredient of the familiar mustard pluster. Need
we go any further in the study of mutagenic effectis at so-
called "lnbetween" levels of organisms to justify the necessity
for large scale work on mammals, which should provide the
necessary information for the possibiu role of such chemicals
in human affairs? It is precisely because the program of
genetic reseaxrch, sufficlently comprehensive to give us &btailed
information, will be so expsnsive thut I felt the need to call
upon the National Research Council to study the problem, I
had in mind that the NRC might first set up a study comaittse
which might then be in a position to recommend any further
action. Once soms concern for thls aspect of applied pgenetics
1s disscuinated it might then be time to push for a large
scale support of mutation work in general, but i have the feeling
that 1t might be more important to determins whether or not we
are facing a critical problem at th= present tims.




, I do not feel that it would be advisable to attempt

to coordinate fundamental research on mutation in the dirsction
of this problem, However, {}¢ any attempt to do such work with
mammals is obviously going to be so expensive that it likely

to be beyond the scope of any existing institution, and it is
at this level primarily that an organi:ation such as ths NRC
mlight most feasibly act.

Unfortunately, I can see nothing in prospect that would
make a fuller private discussion with you convenient, but
unless thsre is something ~bout this matter with which I am
not familiar, I can't sse that a few weeks delay will be very
critical. It might be worth while to use this interval to
let the notion "simmer" in Dr, Cleland's mind,and I'm looking
forward to seeing you at the next Virus Seminar which will
probably be held sometime early in May, possibly on this campus.
If the seminar 1s held herse, would you be able to attend? If
not, that might be sufficilent reuson to withdraw that proposal.

Yours sincerely,

Joshua Lederberg
- Asgist. Prof. of Genstlcs
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